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could be used to force large and unquantified emission cuts on them in the future.
Governments in both Europe and America are now softening their call for a global target of halving emissions by 2050, in an attempt to build a consensus around a less ambitious deal.
Todd Stern, the US special envoy for climate change, hinted of the softening stance at a meeting in London last month. "Our view at the G8 in July was that there ought to be both a developed country number and a worldwide number: 80 per cent for developed countries, 50 per cent worldwide. We still think that," he said. But he added, "I don't know whether that is going to be included or not".
Biodiversity worries over climate talks
Next month's meeting in Copenhagen to discuss greenhouse gas emissions is creating awareness of climate change and wider issues. Nigel Williams reports.
The talks on curbing greenhouse gas emissions in Copenhagen will necessarily be wide-ranging and complex. Their importance was highlighted last month by a dramatic publicity stunt by the Maldives government, who held a cabinet meeting on the seabed, six metres below the sea surface. The Maldives is one of the most vulnerable countries to sea-level rise, lying mostly just a couple of metres above sea level.
But there are many other issues. Carbon trading has been developed in an attempt to offset fossil fuel consumption by investment in plantings that will absorb carbon. But in the detail of such plans, there is growing concern that the planet's biodiversity, particularly in forests, already challenged, will face further threats.
Developed countries are preparing to relent on their demand that developing countries agree to long-term cuts in greenhouse gas emissions in a concession that could form the basis of a global deal on climate change.
The demand was one of five key elements that rich countries wanted for a deal at the international climate change summit in Copenhagen next month. But major emerging economies, led by China and India, refused to accept it, worrying it Dropping the 2050 demand would make it easier to strike a deal in Copenhagen, as it would switch attention to how countries manage emissions in the next decade. "Discussions on 2050 have been eating up time that could be more usefully spent determining what we do before we are dead," said one official.
Most developed countries, apart from the US, have agreed to targets for cutting emissions by 2020, and emerging economies have pledged to curb their emissions. "There is a deal to be had," says Stern.
The Copenhagen meeting, many researchers hope, will directly involve developing countries in slowing global warming by a mechanism to reduce carbon emissions caused by deforestation. The premise of this plan -reduced emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD) -is that tropical forest countries would be compensated if they reduce their rate of deforestation and thus their emission of greenhouse gases. "By default it should have multiple benefits. Unfortunately, the final rules could safeguard carbon stocks but nonetheless fall short of their potential to protect biodiversity," writes Alan Grainger, at the University of Leeds, and colleagues, in an essay published on pages R974-R976 of this issue.
"Tropical forests contain the majority of the world's rapidly vanishing indigenous cultures and its peoples living in voluntary isolation." REDD could also slow the loss of biodiversity. "Over half of all species live in tropical forests and are under threat from deforestation. Many species are also threatened with extinction from global climate disruption, and may well be additional to those lost from deforestation," the authors write.
"Biodiversity loss concentrates in hotspots which, by definition, have both high numbers of endemic species and high levels of habitat loss," they say. "Tropical moist forest hotspots retain only ~10% of their original forest and have high rates of human population growth. Protection costs will be much higher than for forest elsewhere -such as the Amazon, where at present ~85% of the forest remains. Time scale matters, for at present rates of deforestation, extinction rates in even the relatively intact forests... will soon match those in the hotspots."
The report warns the climate change meeting that biofuels could deal a serious blow to the effectiveness of REDD in protecting forest carbon and biodiversity. "It is now apparent that clearing tropical forests to establish biofuel feedstocks -especially intensive crops such as oil palm, soy and sugar cane -not only increases net emissions and reduces biodiversity but makes REDD less economically competitive except in remote or agriculturally marginal areas that are under the least threat."
Fears about the loss of biodiversity lie behind Kew Garden's Millennium Seed project, conceived at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 with the aim of storing seed from the more than 200,000 plants threatened by human development and climate change.
Last month, the projects announced the collection of seeds from Musa itenerans, an Asian pink banana enjoyed by elephants and other species, as the last of 24,200 species of seed collected, and reckoned to be ten per cent of their goal.
Stephen Hopper, director of the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, said: "In a time of increasing concern about the loss of biodiversity and climate change, Kew's millennium seed bank partnership provides a real message of hope and is a vital resource in an uncertain world."
A new book, Nature's Ghosts by Mark V. Barrow, highlights the human record of driving many species to extinction, writes Jules Petty, at the University of Essex, reviewing the book in the Times Higher Education. Great herds of bison were killed in their millions and reduced to a few stragglers by the 1870s.
"Species had to disappear regularly before the idea of extinction was accepted. If only our ideas had changed earlier, the great auk and the dodo may have survived; if only oil had started to run out 50 years earlier, climate change might not be a major problem."
Harold Coolidge in 1927 spent weeks in what was then the Belgian Congo, pursuing mountain gorillas. A specimen was eventually shot and taken back to the US, where it remains on display at the Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard University. However, Coolidge later helped form the American Committee for International Wild Life Protection, which, contradictorily, would not only seek rare animal specimens for exhibition and study, but also call for the preservation of living species in their natural habitats.
"Biodiversity, itself, is essential to ecosystem adaptation. Ensuring that REDD policies not only reduce carbon emissions but conserve biodiversity will ensure that humanity and the biosphere can be as resilient as possible to climate disruptions," says Grainger and colleagues.
